An Examination of –
Chapter V of The Art and Craft to Know Well to Die
By William Caxton

The Art and Craft to Know Well to Die is a very popular medieval text, known in Latin as De Arte Moriendi. This highly important piece of text was written by an unknown Dominican friar, who was possibly from Germany. This piece of text was written with a very clear goal in mind. In the medieval period there was a great deal of ritual and ceremony concerning death. The Art and Craft to Know Well to Die was created as a manual in the correct procedure to go through when a person died. This document almost allowed the entire process to become standardised, with clear instructions to follow.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  W Caxton, Other Early English Tracts Concerning Death. ‘The Book of The Craft of Dying’ (London: Longmans Green and Co, 1917).] 

As has already been stated, The Art and Craft to Know Well to Die probably originated in Germany. It proved to be an extremely popular text, and was eventually translated into almost all languages across Western Europe. This text was so important to the people of the time that it also had the honour of being one of the first texts to ever be printed. It was the Christian church that spread this text throughout Europe. They used it as a way of teaching and instructing priests and laypeople in the correct process of preparing a person for death. It could very well have been created with the purpose of being a tool of instruction for those in the church.[footnoteRef:2] It was also used as tool for teaching the family and friends of those dying. This book was so important, it was made into a long and short version. The long version is the original text document that is the subject of this examination, the short version was a set of pictures that explained the same process. In the medieval period the literacy rates were extremely low, only among the church was the level of literacy very high. It can be assumed then that the long version was created for the church, while the short version could have been a useful aid for those who could not read., such as the friends and family of those who were dying.  [2:  M O’Connor, The Development of the Ars Moriendi. ‘The Art of Dying Well’ (Columbia: Columbia University Press, 1942).] 

The time when this document was written is a very important factor that needs to be considered when examining this piece. It is believed that the text was written sometime in the early 15th century.[footnoteRef:3] This would have been created just after a period of very great suffering for the people in Medieval Europe. The Great Famine and the Black Death had both struck Europe within living memory of the people of the early 15th century. The death toll across Europe was staggering, and death became an even bigger part of peoples lives during this period. This a period when people became even more greatly concerned with death and what came after, and the idea of having a step by step guide to properly prepare for death would have been very appealing. It is also important to consider that the death toll amongst the clergy during the plague was especially high. Many of the older and more experienced members of the church had been wiped out by the plague, leaving many younger new recruits who lacked the proper training. A step by step guide would have been extremely useful to these new members of the church.[footnoteRef:4] [3:  N Beaty, A Study in the Literary Tradition of the Ars Moriendi in England. ‘The Craft of Dying’ (Yale: Yale University Press, 1970).]  [4:  J Wicks, ‘Applied Theology at the Deathbed: Luther and the Late-Medieval Tradition of the Ars Moriendi’, Gregorianum, 2, 79 (1998).] 

The Art and Craft to Know Well to Die is split into six chapters, each of which deal with a different part of preparing a person and then the body for a proper death. The section that is being examined in this instance, concerns the duties of the family and friends of the dying.[footnoteRef:5] Largely concerns the duties that the friends and family have. It says that one of the main duties of the family and friends around the dying person is to remind them of Gods commandments. It was very important for the dying person to confess to all of their sins before they died. In order to properly make sure the dying person was prepared for death; the family and friends were expected to scare them with tales of what could happen after they died. It was believed that being scared and prepared was better than being given false comfort and then being unprepared. Much of the advice given in this passage could be considered common sense for the time. Make sure the dying person had confessed all of their sins, make sure that the cross or symbol of other holy saints is around the person. It is also mentioned that items of temptation were kept away from the dying person, this was to ensure their spiritual health.  [5:  ] 

In conclusion, this document would have been of great importance to the people of the time. This is evident by how widely and quickly it spread throughout Christian Europe. The times when this document was released, made this document even more important than it would have already been, and probably explains exactly why it spread like it did. The text contained complete instructions on how to prepare a person for death, these instructions were aimed at the clergy and the family of the dying. In this way, The Art and Craft to Know Well to Die standardised the techniques used, and helped the people deal with the extreme amount of death and suffering that they faced. 
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